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apart from the pain in the eyes, the patients are moderately comfortable,
as the skin burns at this time are practically painless.
In the next twenty-four hours the condition is aggravated by the forma-
tion of blisters and oedema of the lax subcutaneous tissues, the genitalia
in particular being almost always affected. From this stage onwards
the main symptoms arc referable to the respiratory tract. Finally the
case becomes one of septic broncho-pneumonia or a condition of sup-
purating burns of the skin or a combination of both.
The commonest cause of death is the involvement of the respiratory
system. The highest death-rate occurs at the end of the third or fourth
day after exposure. A fatal result within the first twenty-four hours is
extremely uncommon.
(g) Prognosis
Owing to the progressive action of the mustard gas when once it is
absorbed, it is often difficult to estimate the ultimate degree of injury
that may result.
In the milder degrees of skin burns the outlook is favourable; but,
when extensive areas of skin are involved with destruction of the deeper
tissues, prognosis must be guarded. In affections of the eye, unless the
cornea is damaged, the prognosis is good. Ulceration of the cornea may
result from exfoliation of the damaged epithelium or from an abrasion.
In such cases there is a liability to infection and infiltration leading to
permanent opacities, impairment of vision, and possibly total blindness.
The subsequent history of some cases injured by mustard gas in the War
1914 to 1918 shows that a predisposition to recurrent eye affections
is left. This is particularly evident in persons who are exposed to
the irritation produced by wind, dust, and glare, more particularly in
the tropics. The most serious results follow damage to the mucous
membrane of the respiratory tract, as there is always the possibility of
septic broncho-pneumonia. The death-rate from all forms of mustard
gas lesions during the period this gas was used (1917 to 1918) was low.
Among the British troops in France it was less than 2 per cent.
(K) Prevention of Burns
Whether the contamination by mustard gas is accidental as in the case
of research work or deliberate as in the event of war, distinct forms
must be recognized, i.e. contamination by the vapour and by the liquid.
The steps taken to prevent or alleviate lesions differ accordingly.
Contamination by vapour
In both vapour and liquid contamination it is essential to remove the
clothing at the earliest opportunity on leaving the contaminated atmo-
sphere. If the exposure has been to vapour, it may be presumed that
the gas has penetrated the clothing and affected the skin. It is, therefore,
necessary to remove from the skin any unabsorbed mustard gas, and
this is most readily achieved by a bath and thorough washing with soft
soap and water.